Oral history of the Vietnam War with 
Thao, a Vietnamese refugee who 
escaped Vietnam after the war 


[Please note: The following oral history discusses physical and sexual violence. 
A disclaimer should be provided before classroom use. In addition, time for 
student reflection and ample opportunities for questions and discussions is 
highly recommended. ] 


Thao: In Pulau Bidong, I volunteer there, I work with [writes on board but it’s 
not visible]...I'm working with them, by interview the newcomers, like people 
who come after me. I’m working with them, interview them, asking where they 
starting, um, how many people on the boat, because some, some of the boat, 
they starting different location. They starting with 160, 140, 110 [people]. But 
only one survive or two survive. 


All of them die. Because of pirates, like pirates, uh, stop people, they target and 
then they go. They [boat people] know they lost on the ocean, they lost. And 
they go to either like Thai[land]. Thai pirates, they kill all of them. They took 
away all the like young woman and um, the womans and they took them to be 
like prostitute on Thai and different small islands in Thailand and they killed all 
the men and the boys. One of, um, the famous [guy] I've asked, uh, interview 
about, there's um, the [boat]. They starting 89 people and only one boy 10 years 
old, and one of the guy who like driving the boat, the captain of the boat, two of 
them survived. And at that time that boat was very famous because they killed 
all and they kidnapped only 10 women. 


Only 10 women. And then, um, those, those two is, it's [kept] because of, they're 
just lucky the boy is being, like, they hit them from back, him from back and it's 
all bleeding. And he's almost like, he think that he already died, but he [hiding] 
underneath of the, another dead body. And then he escaped from the boat and 
the captain escaped too. 


And they fire the boat. So they floating on the oceans about five days with dead 
body. And then, um, after that noticed, um, fish boats from um, Malaysia. They 
helped them, they rescued them and so they took them boat to Pulau Bidong. So 
I'm, I volunteer work there. So I saw a lot of like different, uh, story that people. 


And I know that, um, and I learn a lot from them. I just show you this pictures. 
See, this pictures you could pass them around. This pictures is, uh, talking about 


the story is the first, um, big boats about like thousand or more people. 
Vietnamese, they started, uh, escape in 1975. But at that time, um, Malaysia, 
they don’t knows that, they don’t knows that there’s refugees, that the country 
need help. 


So when they saw a big boat, is come to their boundaries, they shoot them, they 
shoot the boat, and everybody die. Only know two people, they survive. It's not 
survive, but they come, come to the island, they come to, uh, Pulau Bidong and 
he just like talking, he speak English. He just talking to them just about couple 
words and then he died too. 


So because of that, so they starting building the Pulau Bidong at the refugee 
camp and um, they start to, they make the statue of those two because that's the 
first two people who come to, um, came to Malaysia. The pictures that I passed 
around you that, um, the pictures, um, some is like in ocean. That's about, um, 
that's where, uh, in the refugee camp. 


So, um, there's some, some things like in, in Malaysia, every day you have only 
one bucket of waters. The waters like, because around you is a salt water, so it's 
only one bucket. You washing your clothes there, you do all thing with that 
[bucket]. Water every day you have one water. That's why it does the scene of 
people who go to get the, the water. 


I've showed you this one. Do you mind we could take a look at that. This one? 
This one is some our So which one? So [black garage], you know, like this one. 


Thinking about the boat. 100 people. 

Okay. Sharing..what time is it? 

Instructor: 10 minutes. 

Thao: Okay. Do you have any question? Okay. 

Student: What's your favorite part about America? 

Thao: So, my favorite part is about education because in Vietnam, if you have 
the background of uh, your father, your family who works like work for the 


[former government], you never step have a step to the college or university. 


You cannot go there. That's why after I finish high school, I cannot do anything. 
Another question. 


Student: Do a lot of people get sick with the bucket that was being used over 
and over? 


Thao: No. Every day you have give you a bucket of like one bucket of waters, 
but most people they go to the ocean and they just like take a shower there. 
That's the price of freedom. 

Student: Do you miss Saigon? 

Thao: Yeah. Any question? Yeah. 

Student: Your family's still there, right? 

Thao: Huh? 

Student: Your family's still there? 

Thao: Um, my mom is here. My brother is still there. My brother's family's still 
there. My dad were missing in action in 1974, I believe. I, I don't remember 
him. 

Okay? 

Student: How did you gain residency in the U.S.? 

Thao: Excuse me? 

Student: How did you gain residency? How did you get your papers? 

Thao: Oh, I have to go a lot of process of paper. It have to be approved by, um, 
by turning my papers to the, um, us, um, people who authorized. And then after 
that they started interview and check all of my background before they let me 
in. So that's why. 

Student: Did you do that here or did you.. 


Thao: in Pulau Bidong. If you wanna come here, you have to be approved first. 


Student: Do you still like, keep in contact with your brother over there? 


Thao: Yeah, I'm calling him at night. I heard about the story about the Clinton 
journey. 


Student: Is he gonna like try to come over here, does he wanna come over 
here? 


Thao: Yeah, he tried to come over here, but, um, we still wait, because the 
process of paper take about five years, six years. 


Any more question.? 

Student: So your brother's, so your brother's in Saigon still? 
Thao: Yeah. 

Student: Okay, so you can leave from Saigon now? 


Thao: Yeah, he live in Saigon because he had, by the time he tried to escape 
with me, but uh, he married, have kids, so he cannot. You cannot take a chance 
with the, you know, with the kids. Yeah. He doesn't wanna jeopardize his kid’s 
life. So that's why. 


Student: How do you feel about President Clinton going to Vietnam? 


Thao: In my, [with the whole deal], I think is, that's a really big step helping 
poor people. Because what we fighting right now, you fighting and you say 
[comments, government] but who will going die first? The poor people. The 
kid, the young people, poor people right there, they would die first. 


The government who rich, who have the powers, they, they gonna last. So that's 
why I think that's a big step, helping people. And also I believe that is show the 
difference between America and life and the Vietnamese life. She showed them. 
Show people they know how the difference. So that's why they could go toward 
to where they have the future. 


Student: How do Vietnamese feel about Americans? 
Thao: Hmm. In the North part? I heard a lot of story. Uh, when I asked them. 


They always thinking stereotype. American, big, big belly, I'm sorry, big belly, 
blue eyes and um, very cruel. And um, that's the reason they brainwash all 


peoples there. So they try to seal all information. So they give them false 
information. So they always thinking, tell all the kid, did you see American? 


You have killed them. You have to kill all those. So if you see some, if you see, 
oh, the kids see some people like blonde, hair, blue eyes, big, tall, and they say 
That's enemies. That's before 1975. I know in, in the school where the teacher 
say something like that, I'm saying, oh, that's not true. I saw the picture those 
people take, took pictures with my uncle because my uncles were pilot too. 


And I'm saying, I'm saying that the teacher say, Shut up, why are you talking 
like that? You rebel. You have a bad friend. You need to reeducate. So I'm 
saying why I'm telling truth. I saw a picture and they saw and then my uncle 
said, oh mom, my God, you killed me. Why you tell them that? Because you 
know, the kid didn't know. 


So you just tell him whole truth. So they started like questioning my uncle and 
then my uncle saying, no, no, no, we just took the pictures and all the picture is 
burned. But that is the how they stereotype the um, American, they just like 
thinking about enemy. But did you see watch the new is now because a lot of 
people in the south part now in, in like, they influence the north part. 


So now like they can like open their eyes. They open their minds so they see the 
truth. So they have a better view about American. 


Any more questions? 
No. No more? Yeah. 


Student: So when you're in the, all through the school system, it's all, uh, 
propaganda? A lot of propaganda? 


Thao: Excuse me. What does it mean? 

Student: In the school system, in Vietnam, mostly it's propaganda? 

Thao: Um, in the school, every, um, you have no choice, like a whole year 
school. And you lived there. Uh, you study there whole seventh grade with all 


the subject. 


They go the next level with all the subject. But for the foreign language, like 
me, I'm experienced, I'm learning French. And then later on about next year, 


they say, oh, we have full. This class, the French language and the French class 
it full, it put me in Russia and I'm, huh? I go in class. I'm say, huh, what? 


What? I don't know because I've never learned those. And it puts you in 
German, different place. So you have no choice. You don't have choice. If you 
fail two subject in math or writing or chemistry, repeat another one. You have to 
repeat. Repeat the whole years and the school system before 1975 you have 
school from Monday through Friday, but after 1975, you have the school from 
Monday through Saturday. 


Student: Oh. 


Thao: Saturday holiday. Saturday. So Thursday is a day you have to go on the 
field and do the land. They, they teach you some stupid stuff like growing trees. 
Some people like, why have you probably growing tree for sweeping the tree? 
Huh? Why have to go up and sweep the tree? That's the education system. On 
the 12th grade, you have to go like one week, go to the farther from the city and 
you have to go there. 


Do some like assembly, job for the school, have no choice. If you go to up, you 
are lucky. And then you go to the university, you have to spend one month, go 
farther far of the, of the city, and then you, like it make you building some 
precious. Taking some pond, something like that. Yeah. But you where you have 
to go, that's a command. 


Are comments go and you have to follow the command. Any more questions? 
Student: How's the healthcare in Saigon? 


Thao: Healthcare, you care for yourself. [Students laugh.] That's what, that's 
what the healthcare system you, you have care for yourself first. There’s no.. 
hospital. If you waiting for like the free it, you say that's a free, you go there and 
you wait until you die and one bed and two people's like lie down. 


For example, the bed, this size, two people sharing the bed. And that's the 
reason why is a healthcare so badly... Because you sharing the bed, that means 
you sharing the disease. That's why. You have one disease and you share with 
another one and you get another one. So he showed you now have two sharing. 
Sharing the same bed. 


Any more question? 


Student: Do the majority of the people in Vietnam like the government? Or no? 


Thao: or Uh, well, really not just because they don't dare to say they say it and 
they like being executed next day. So that's why they don’t dare to say it, why in 
the journey of Clinton, my brothers call me and he told me like those people 
who have business and have money, they don't dare to come on the street to 
welcome Clinton. 


Only poor people. They have nothing to scare, but they just go there and 
welcome Clinton. Cause all the people who have business who still work for the 
government, they don't get to come on the street to welcome him and. Uh, 
inside the ground, a lot of officers like under cover, they going around, so they 
watch you. 

That's how the communist system, they watch you and you don't know. They 
undercover. They watch you and then after that they go and they record it. You 


will be, hello? Welcome to the reeducation and you stay there for about a couple 
weeks with some lecturing. Blah, blah, blah. Ho Chi Minh. 


Is that freedom? 

Student: No. 

Thao: Any more questions? I think it's time. Yeah? 
Yeah. Okay. 

Instructor: Thank you very much. 


[Students clap] 


